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I. INTRODUCTION

Location:

Quad:

UTM:

Date of Construction:

Present Owner;

Present Use:

Significance:

Historian:

HISTORIC AMERICAN ENGINEERING RECORD 79- R\Cl‘t
RICHMOND BRIDGE 2
HAER No. TX-l1

U.S. Highway 90A at the Brazoe River
Richmond, Fort Bend County, Texae

Richmond, Texae {29958-321)

Zone: 18
Easting: 232890
Northing: 3275515

1924-25 {modified 1933}

Texae Depertment of Trensportation
125 East 11th Street
Austin, Texee

Vehiculer end pedestrian bridge demolished July 1988.

The Richmond Bridge wae an important element in the firet Federelly-
essisted highwey connecting Houston, and San Antonio, two of Texas’
major metropolitan areas. Its construction merked the first uee by the
Texas Highway Department of a cantilever truee structure and of
pneumetic pier excavation.

Ralph E. Newlan, Volz end Associatee, March 1989.
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. Il. NARRATIVE REPORT

The bridge constructed in 1925 over the Brazos River on US Highway 90A was a signiticant
accomplishment for many reasons. A steel cantilevered through truss structure, the bridge was 1,156
teet long with a 20 toot wide concrete paved roadbed. The 364 toot span between the two piers
across the main channel had 132-toot cantilevered arms pm}eclin_g on each side and 80-100t attached
truss sections. Each 80-foot span was supported on the outside end by concrete piling piers. The
465-fool eastern approach 1o the bridge consisted of 14 corcrete glrder spans on concrete piling
piers. The most unique aspect of the'brtdge was that it was the tirst highway bridge in the State ot
Texas to use the pneumatic method of pler construction. At the time of construction, the piers, which
were 119 feet bottom to top and extended 30 feet below sea level, were the highest masonry piers
constructed in Texas. The Richmond bridge was also an Important link in the state :and national
highway systems. State Highway No. 3 (now US 90A) was not only the main artery between Houston

, and San Antonio, but also part ot the "bld Spanish Trall" and the Southern Natlonal Highway between
the Everglades and the West Coast. The State Highway Department predicted in 1924 that when the
bridge was compleied the highway would develop Into one of the heavlest traveled roads in the
South.1

Any narrative dealing with a bridge must mention the river itself. The Brazos River is the longest
rAver in Texas. From its headwaters in New Mexico, it travels 840 miles before emptying into the Gulf of
Mexico.2 Prior 10 flood control, the Brazos was an eccantric_riverl. While normally winding slowly to the
Gulf, it was capable of great destruction 1o ¢rops and buildlngs during floods.3

The Brazos River was a magnel to eariy settlers because of the rich soils deposlied there. In
Novembar, 1821 the first Anglo settler to enter Austin's Colony proper began operating a ferry a short
distance to the north at the site that became Washingion-on-the-Brazos.4 As the river journeys
toward the Gulf ot Mexico, it flows around a massive deposit of sand, forming a distinctive bend that is

*only two miles across at its neck. During the Texas Colonial Period this bend was reterred 10 as the
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“Fort Settlernent” because of a small log shanty or “fort” that immigrants built there early in 1822. From
all historical accounts, Including a granite marker erected in 19386, the “fort” was located on the west
bank ot the Brazos River, just notth ot where the 1925 bridge was to be located. Settlers began
arriving at the bend, and by 1824 when the tirst titles were issued, several had built cabins and started

gardens.5 In May 1837, when the Congress of the Republic ot Texas passed a bill incorporating 19

towns in the state; Richmond was one ot them.8 By the summer ot 1837 a storehouse and adjoining

residence were completed on the riverbank and Morton Street was the main street ot the new town.
Richmond and the bend became a part ot Fort Bend c_ouhty when it was created in December, 1837.7

Boats and rafts were the only dependable market transportation tor the residents of the county.
Produce and cattle were loaded on stearh_boats at the rriodth of the Brazos River bound tor New
Orleans. Planters In the areé had also been hauling cotton and hides to Houston by wagon , but in the
wet season that was impossible.5 A terry was used to transport people and wagons across the river.
The need for more dependable trahsport of goods made the arrival of the raliroads a vary impoctant
event. In December, ot 1855 the Buﬂab Bayou, Brazos and Colorado Rallway tracks reached the east
bank ot the Brazos opposite the town of Richmond. The Brazos had to be crossed and the
construction of a suitable bridge would have been prohibitive in both time delays and money. A
temporary bridge, six teet above the water line, was devised that provided for a large flatboat, moored
under the center span, to move it out ot the way allowln§ for river traffic to pass. Often the temporary
bridge was out of service and the public ferry was used.? The ferry continued in operation until 1887
when a collapsed bridge from Waller County was moved to Richmond by wagon and erected. 0 That
bridge lasted untll August 3, 1893 when a herd ofl cattle driven across caused the middle span to
collapse.11 A year later, 1894, a magnificent hew Brazos‘ River bridge With a 420-toot main body and
wooden trestle approaches .was:" opened. Thé new bridge terminated on the west bank of the river at
Commerce Street. 12 In December, 1913 a flood took away about 80-feet of the west approach and

approximately 70 teet ot the east approach, leaying the maln bridge span between the piers isolated.

'County officials contracted with the Austin Brothers of Dallas, Teias '(létar'!ﬁe Austin Bridge Company)
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to répair the bridge by .—January':'_io. 191'1.4".713 “The Austin Emthe{s cornplet_ed their contract by utilizing
the existing pie.rs.v and once again traffic moved over the bridge into ﬁad out of Richmond.14

In the Spring of 1922, flooding caused the collapse of the center span of thé Brazos River bridge,
leaving only the 1913-1814 approaches erected by the Austin Brothers.®® Once again the only
means of crossing the Brazos at Richmond was by ferry. On May 11, 1922 the county ordered that a
ferry be built and later that month hired a ferryman to operate it.1® Efforts to build a new bridge got
underway within a few months. A financial statement issued by Fort Bend County in September,
1924 showed that bonds in the amount of $100,000 were Iss‘ued in December, 1922 for the purpose
of constructing a new bridge over the Brazos River.17 In the Spring of 1923 the county ordered that
bids be placed for the project. The plans for the new bridge were prepared under the supervision of
the State Highway Department.18 Dates on a set of plans at the Fort Bend County Museum Indicate
that the drawlngs were completed between July and October of 1923.

The need for a new bridge became more apparent with each passing day. In August; 1923 a new
ferry was required and repairs were hade to the old ferry.® Plans were also made to construct a
concrete highway from the Harris County line, west to the Brazos River, paralleling the Galveston,
Harrisburg and San Antonio Railway.20

Facing economic hardship due to the lack of a bridge for the timely exchange of goods and
services, residents of the county were becoming more vocal. An additional $40,000 was required to
supplement the $100,000 bond issue to Insure the construction of a new bridge. To speed the
construction, several prominent merchants and bankers offered interest free loans to cover the
outstanding balance.2! The county advertised for bids in several papers in November, 1923. Bids
were to be received by December 14, 1923 in the office of C. D. Myers, County Judge, Fort Bend
County. There were two proposed sites for the bridge. The Morton Street locatlon was the one
preferred by most residents with the Liberly Street location as an attemate. 22

The Commissioners Court opened the bids for the bridge on December 14, 1923. The lowest bid

considered was the bid by the Austin Bridge Company of
5 -
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Dallas. State and ‘Fe'd:eral' "o.??iz:‘lals *‘é’oriéid‘e.lfgdi thé‘_;:péPuy bid too low and the Austin Bridge
Company's bid sllghtly!;ﬂigh. Since no State funds had yet been :iz":ﬁpropriated and the federal funding
was insufficient, the blds were retumed 23 The county advertised for bids again in The Texas Coaster
and the ﬂgusmnﬁumnm The blds were due by February 15, 1924 73

On February 15 1924 several of the blddlng firms were present at the meseting of the
Commissioners Court. The most acceptable bids were those of the Austin Bridge Company of Dallas
for the piers and the structure, and the Missouri Valley Bridge & Iron Company of Leavenworth,
Kansas for the piers alone. The Austin Bridge Company proposed that open pile-driven cofferdam
piers be used at a cost of $104,534.80. Missouri Valley proposed that pneumatic caisson piers with
an additional 8 feet in depth-be used and at a cost of $i04.000.30. In an interview with Judge C. D.
Myers, The Texas Coaster reported that the contract would probably be split, with the Missouri Valley
Company constructing the plers and the Austin Bridge Company building the bridge proper.25 |n early
April soundings were made in the iver to ascertain the type of piers to be used.?

"Work To Begin On Bridge Acroés Brazos" was the headline of The Texas Coastar on May 2,
1924. County Judge Myers, County Commissioner Wirtz, and County Engineer Charies H. Kendall
went to Dallas to confer with State and Federal Highway officials on the signing of the contract, and
Judge Myers sent a telegram notifying the peopie of Richmond that a bridge across the Brazos at
Liberty Street would start in less than 30 days. Contracts were awarded to the Austin Bridge Company
and Missouri Valley Bridge & Iron Company.27 The May 2nd article continued by stating, “The building
of the bridge, together with the completion of the concrete highway to the Harris Gounty line, will
throw the travel of thousands of motorist through Richmond, which is on the direct highway between
Houston and San Anionio."28

Agreements and contracts between the county and the contractors were signed and passed by
the Commissioners Court between Aprll 30, 1924 and May 5, 1924.2 The Austin Bridge Company
subcontracted to the Virginia Bridge & Iron Company of Roanoke, Virginla: for the structural steel.30

County Judge C. D. (Clem} Myers was one of those instrumental in the development and
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continued progress ot the Brazos River bridge at Richmond. He was born in 1879 to August E. and
Florencé Dyers Myers. His tather moved to Richmond atter the Civil War and opened a mercantlle
business.2? Over a 30 year period C. D. Myers served as County Clerk, County Judge, County
Auditor, and Justice of the Peace.32 The 1925 Brazos River bridge waé In the design and
construction phase during his tenure as County Judge. As County Judge he served in a supervisory
role in the tunding, negotiating, and contracting tor the bridge. Myers left that office in 1925 and
continued to serve the people ot Fort Bend County tor many years. He died October 20, 1966 and is
buried in Morton Cemetery in Richmond.33

The planning and construction phase ot the Richmond bridge  was under the supervision ot
Charles Hanford Kendall, Fort Bend County Englneer. He served in that capacity trom July, 1922 until
May, 1927. Kendall was a man ot unusually high qualifications for the position of county engineer.
Born in Rushford, New York on May 27, 1872 he attended Rushtord schools until his graduation in
1891. Charles Kendall then attended Comell University, receiving his degree in civil englneering in
1895. He later attended the University of Minnesota where he also taught surveying and drafting. He
received his Master ot Science degree in 1896 and continued to teach through the spring semester
ot 1897. Kehdall practiced his protession around the world, Including railroad work in Ecuador and
railroad and public works projects in the Philippines. He retumed to the U.S. in 1909 and practiced in
westem New York Sfate. In 1918, Charles Kendalt moved to Texas to work for the State Highway
Department, remaining until he became Fort Bend County E_ngineer in 1922. After leaving that
position he returned to the State Highway Department and served in varlous capacities untll
September, 1937. He applied :for registration as an engineer and received Texas Registration No.
1637 in 1938. Charles H. Kendall died in 1941.34

The Austin Bridge Company was initlally tormed in the late 19th cémury and by 1902, with George
and Frank Austin in charge, was known as the Austin Brothers, Conti‘éctors’f; "Originalty the tirm sold

road machinery and oontzacted'to' erect bridges fabricated by other cdnceme'.' byt by 1910 they were

»
fabricating their own steel. In 1918 the contracting/construction and fabricating divisions became
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separate companies wlth Charles Moore as head ot the Austin Bridge Combany. The company
continued 1o expand and was the rﬁaior contractor tor numerous bridges in the state.35

The Missouri Valley Bridge & Iron Company ot Leavenworth, Kansas impressed the Fort Bend
County officials with a new method ot constructing piers. This new type of pier construction appeared
to eliminate many of the probiems Brazos River bridges had suffered prevlousl'y. The parent
company, The Missouri Bridge Company, was tormed in 1874 and in 1904 became the Missouri Valley
Bridge & Iron Company. They primarily built raliroad bridges but a.ﬂer 1821 began to concentrate their
tocus on deep and subéqueous foundations.® The tirm was responsible for many bridges in Texas
and had earlier tulfilied contracts with Fort Bend County 37

The Virginia Bridge & Iron Company of Roancke, Virglnia was tourided in 1895 as an outgrowth ot
a small toundry and shop previously operating under the name ot the American Bridge Company. At
its inception the tirm chietiy manufactured light highway bridges and structurai steel 38 Virginla Bridge
& Iron supplied work to many southern states including Louisiana, Kentucky, Ténnessee. and
Texas.3® From existing archival records, the tinﬁ apparently worked with the Austin Bridge Company
on similar projects such as the bridge across the Arroyo Colorado in Cameron County, Texas.40

The Austin Bridge Company sent plans to the Virginia Bridge & Iron Company in February, 1924.
Stamps on the reverse side of the sheets show that these went to The- Virginia Bridge & iron
Company ‘s Engineering Department on February 4, 1924 and finaliy to the Drafting Depariment on
May 2; , 1924 41 |

Missouri Vaiiey Bridge & iron Company began work on the piers on June 21, 1924. The plans
caiied for two piers to be erected. Pier #1 (West Pier) was the ﬂrsi to be erected and Pier #2 (East
Pier)rwas tormed next. Missouri Valley compieted their work on November 26, 1924 .42

I;1 the winter of 1924 work was undarway on the concrete piles and trestles tor the approaches to
the bridge. The Texas Coasier reported on Jaquary 9, 1925 that workers were due the next week to
begln putting steei across the piers for the- Richmond Sﬁhge' . The article continued by stating that

. .
the workmen had been busy on the eastem approach for soine time and that the pile-driver was
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hammering down concrete piles every day.
The erection of the steei was underway. The 29 sheet set of pians for the bridge contained a

sequence of construction for the steei erection on sheet no. 20 as foiiows:

ERECTION NOTE:
Design based on erection by “Cantiiever Method" as foliows:
1. Erect East cantilever arm on faisework;
2. Erect 6 paneis west from pier no. 2 as cantilever
3. Piace faisework bent under 6th panei
4. Erect West cantiiever arm on faisework
5. Erect 6 panels east from pier no. 2 as cantiiever
6. Piace faisework bent under 6th panel east of pier no. 1

and connect span at middie panei.43

Photographs in the coiiection of the Fort Bend County Museum iiiustrate that the "Erection Notes”

were foilowed. The eastem cantilever paneis were entirely in piace before work began on the westem
cantiiever paneis.

On May 14, 1925 the iast piecé of steei on the cantiiever arms, over the main channei, and the
overhead trusses, was put in piace by the Virginia Bridge & iron Company. Oniy the riveting of the
steei and the piacing of the concrete floor were ieft 1o be acoompiished.“ The locai paper also noted
that within 60 days a contract would be iet for the construction of 15 miies of concrete highway from
the bridge, eastward, to the Harris County iine.45 |

Plans were begun in eamest to organize a large celebration for the opening of the new bridge.46
The residents of Richmond had been without a bridge for over three years. The new bridge, costing

aimost $300,000, was weil worth a party of great magnitude. Ihe Texas Coaster, on June 26, 1925

. reported the pians for the (_:eiebration. set to occur in iate Juiy, when the bridge was to be thrown

[)
open to traffic. The bridge was received by the authorities and opened at 6 a.m. on Thursday, Juiy
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23, 1925.47

Houston Lighting and Power Goknpany lit the bridge and barbecue grounds for the celebration
that included band concerts, a.cavalfy toumnament, airplane maneuvers, a baseball game, and a
barbecue dinner. The Honorable Clarence R. Wharton dellvered the aftemoon address and the
celebrants were treated to an evening of music by Fatty Martin's Orchestra.4@

Of all the workmen that labered on the bridge perhaps the most memorable was one who stayed
and played a role in the future growth of Richmond. Bert Ansel came to Richmond with the Austin
Bridge Company as timekeeper and apparently made many friends in the town. He was bom in
Hutchinson, Kansas in 1902 and worked in Kansas for the Austin Bridge Company.®  After
completing the Richmond project he worked on the bridge at LaGrange, remaining close to th'e
friends he had made in Richmond. The Texas Coaster of December 4, 1925 reported an act of
hemlsm performed by Bert Ansel while working in LaGrange. Cne of his feliow workers fell some 69
feet Into the river and Ansel jumped in after the man. Aithough the jump Into the river sprained both
of his ankles, Ansel pulled the man to shore where it was found that his spine was broken in two
places. The paper went on to laud Ansel for his actions and supported the recormmendation that he
should be awarded the Carnegie Medal for his act of heroism. In 1926 he married a girl from
Richmond, Martha Virginla Hinson. 50 In October, 1933 Bert Ansel purchased the Brazos Motor
Company. 51 He later owned and operated the Western Auto Store {1938-1965) while engaged in
rice farming and cattle raising. Ansel served as the Mayor of Richmond from 1944 to 1950. He retired
in 1870 and passed away in 1981.52

By the 1930’s the automobile was a regular mode of transportation. Pedestrians found
themselves displaced to the side of the highway. To alleviate that condition, efforts were underway In
1933 to widen and pave streets In Richmond and construct a pedestrian walkway appended to the
north side of the bridge.® Bld notices went out In December, 1933 and the work on the bridge
walkway was completed by the spring of 1934.54

In time, the solitary bridge was unable to handle the increased traffic flow in and out of Richmond.
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In 1865, another bridge was built just to the north, paralleling the 1925 structure which became the
east bound half of a one-way pair.55

In November, 1986, during the execution of a contract for cieaning and painting the bridge,
serious deficiencies were noted. State Highway Deparntment inspeciors determined that the bridge
no longer met structural standards and the structure was unsafe for vehicular traffic.56 The bridge was
closed and all traffic was rerouted to the 1965 bridge.57 Eftoris made to either save the bridge or have
it moved to another location were unsuccessful. Plans were then made for its removal and
construction of a new bridge on the site.

Because a big party opened the bridge, it was considered appropriate that a similar event be
staged to say farewell. On November 7, 1987 the "World's Greatest Bridge Party” was held with the
beneflts going to the Fort Bend County Museum.

On July 14, 1988 explosive charges placed on the bridge were set off, ending 63 years of its

standing as an entrance portal to Richmond .58
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APPENDIX 1: MAP
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